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The woolly mammoth, Mammuthus primigenius,  
in Scotland
By Andrew C Kitchener
The woolly mammoth, Mammuthus 
primigenius, had one of the widest 
geographical distributions of any 
Pleistocene mammal. Its distribution 
was tied closely to the presence of a 
unique open habitat, the mammoth 
steppe, which stretched from North 
America to western Europe from about 
100 000 to 14 000 years ago (Lister 
and Bahn, 2007; Lister 2014). Four 
mammoth species have been found in 
Britain, but only the woolly mammoth 
has been recorded in Scotland. 
Mammoths and other terrestrial 
mammals were able to colonise Britain 
from continental Europe, because in 
glacial periods sea levels were much 
lower than today, so that large areas of 
what we now call the English Channel 
and North Sea were exposed land. 
In this short paper, I will review the 
known records of woolly mammoth 
in Scotland since their first confirmed 
discovery in 1816 (Table 1).  
The remains of Devensian and 
early Holocene mammals and other 
vertebrates are found comparatively 
rarely in Scotland compared with 
those found in the rest of Britain. The 
effect of almost total glaciation in the 
last two glacial maxima, a paucity of 
limestone caves and prevalence of 
acidic soils have contributed to this 
dearth of remains, so that mammoth 
fossils have been recorded with 
certainty from only about 10 sites 
throughout Scotland. The remains 
have been discovered at varying 
depths below the surface usually 
in sandy clay below boulder clay, 
indicating a late Devensian origin. 
It is possible that mammoth remains 
have been uncovered accidentally 
throughout history.  For example, 
Geikie (1863; 68) noted that the 
Scottish philosopher and first 
Principal of King’s College, Aberdeen, 
Hector Boece 1465–1536,  described 
in ‘The History and Chroniklis of 
Scotland’ (translated from Latin to 
Scots and published in 1536 by John 
Bellenden) that  “In Murrayland is the 
Kirk of Pette, quhare the banis of Litill 
Johne remanis, in gret admiratioun 
of pepill. He hes bene fourtene fut of 
hicht, with square membris effering 
thairto.” (Bellenden, 1821; xxxiv), 
which is highly suggestive of a much 
earlier discovery of mammoth bones.
The first confirmed mammoth 
remains in Scotland were recorded 
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Museum Register no. Year Location Form Depth below 
surface
Substrate Radiocarbon date Finder Reference
Woolly mammoth, Mammuthus primigenius, specimens
NMS Z.1915.15; 
Z.1824.68
1816; 
1817
Woodhill Quarry, Greenhill, 
Kilmaurs, Ayrshire
2 tusks 17.5 feet Brown clay 27100±200 bp;     
SUERC-50904
Robert Brown Bald, 1822; Geikie, 1863; Bryce, 1865
NMS Z.1998.66 1820 Cliftonhall Estate, Ratho 2 tusks 15–20 feet Clay (strong old 
alluvial earth)
Bald, 1822; Geikie, 1863; Bryce, 1865
1825 Woodhill Quarry, Greenhill, 
Kilmaurs, Ayrshire
Tusk Bryce, 1865
GLAHM V.5120 1829 ‘Diluvium in the neighbourhood of 
Kilmarnock’ = Woodhill Quarry, 
Greenhill, Kilmaurs, Ayrshire
Tusk 34 feet 13700+1300–
1700 bp; 
GX0634; 46,700
T Fulton Young & Craig, 1869; Gregory & Currie, 
1928; Sissons, 1967; Palkopoulou et al., 
2013
1831 Woodhill Quarry, Greenhill, 
Kilmaurs, Ayrshire
Tusk  Young & Craig, 1869; Gregory & Currie, 
1928
1840 Woodhill Quarry, Greenhill, 
Kilmaurs, Ayrshire
Tooth (small 
fragment)
Dr John Scouler Geikie, 1863; Bryce, 1865;  Young & 
Craig, 1869; Gregory & Currie, 1928
1840–41 Chapel Hall, near Airdrie Bone Laminated sand
containing quartz
pebbles
Craig, 1842
GLAHM V.5123 ‘Diluvium in the neighbourhood 
of Kilmarnock’ = Woodhill Quarry 
Tusk 45850±750 bp ;      
OxA-20051
T Morton Bryce 1865; Young & Craig, 1869; Gregory
& Currie, 1928; Palkopoulou et al., 2013
GLAHM V.5155 <1875 Bishopbriggs Tooth (right upper) Sand under boulder 
clay 
Dr Sir D Beveridge Gregory & Currie, 1928; Macewen, 1876; 
N Clark, pers. comm.
1875 Mainhill Farm, Ballieston Tooth 33 feet Laminated sand under 
boulder clay 
Robert Bethune Kirsop, 1882
GUHM V.5125 1881 Dreghorn, Ayrshire Tusk c.90 feet Sand and gravel  
below boulder clay
30080±260 bp.;      
OxA-10964
T Craig Bennie, 1885; Gregory & Currie, 1928; 
Palkopoulou et al., 2013
GLAHM V.5124 1881 Drummuir Pit, Dreghorn, Ayrshire Tusk Upper boulder clay T Shore Craig 1888; Gregory & Currie, 1928
GCM 1937.26 1937 Headswood Farm, near Larbert, 
Stirlingshire
Tooth (right 
upper)
38 feet Junction between 
coarse sand/gravel and 
fine sand below
Absalom & Henderson, 1947; R Sutcliffe, 
pers. comm.
GLAHM V.5730 1968 Houston’s Store, Alloway Street, Ayr Tooth Alan Neale Delair, 1969; N Clark, pers. comm.
Asian elephant, Elephas maximus, specimens
1874 Glenmoidart, Strontian Tooth Macewen, 1876
Specimen lost c.1884 Springbank near Eyemouth 
Railway Station
Tooth and part 
of jaw
Hewat Craw, 1919
NMS Z.1926.89 c.1894 Found during laying of Eyemouth 
and Burnmouth railway line
Tooth Hewat Craw, 1919
GLAHM 1902 No.1 Pit, Carfin, near Motherwell Tooth (lower left) Gregory & Currie, 1928
ABDMS 012368 1934 30 miles NE of Shetland Two tusks seabed 255±70 b.p.; 
OxA-1758
Long, 1992
NMS unreg. 1959 Carse of Stirling, Bridge of Allan Tooth
Table 1 Woolly mammoth and elephant remains found in Scotland since 1816.
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Museum Register no. Year Location Form Depth below  
surface
Substrate Radiocarbon date Finder Reference
Woolly mammoth, Mammuthus primigenius, specimens
NMS Z.1915.15; 
Z.1824.68
1816; 
1817
Woodhill Quarry, Greenhill, 
Kilmaurs, Ayrshire
2 tusks 17.5 feet Brown clay 27 100±200 bp;     
SUERC-50904
Robert Brown Bald, 1822; Geikie, 1863; Bryce, 1865
NMS Z.1998.66 1820 Cliftonhall Estate, Ratho 2 tusks 15–20 feet Clay (strong old 
alluvial earth)
Bald, 1822; Geikie, 1863; Bryce, 1865
1825 Woodhill Quarry, Greenhill, 
Kilmaurs, Ayrshire
Tusk Bryce, 1865
GLAHM V.5120 1829 ‘Diluvium in the neighbourhood of 
Kilmarnock’ = Woodhill Quarry, 
Greenhill, Kilmaurs, Ayrshire
Tusk 34 feet 13700+1300–
1700 bp; 
GX0634; 46,700
T Fulton Young & Craig, 1869; Gregory & Currie, 
1928; Sissons, 1967; Palkopoulou et al., 
2013
1831 Woodhill Quarry, Greenhill, 
Kilmaurs, Ayrshire
Tusk  Young & Craig, 1869; Gregory & Currie, 
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Railway Station
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Table 1 Woolly mammoth and elephant remains found in Scotland since 1816.
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which was  3 feet 5½ inches (1.05 
metres) long, 13½ inches (34.3 cm) 
in circumference and weighed 20½ 
lbs (9.3 kg) (Bald, 1822). The other 
tusk was too decayed to be preserved. 
The tusk was cut in two; one piece 
went to the College Museum in 
Edinburgh, while the other was 
retained by Lord Eglinton at Eglinton 
Castle. This latter piece was donated 
by a later Lord Eglinton to the Royal 
Scottish Museum (forerunner of the 
National Museum of Scotland) in 
1915, where it is now part of the 
Vertebrate Biology collection, register 
no. NMS.Z.1915.15 (Fig. 1). We 
have recently radiocarbon dated this 
as being those of fossil elephants, 
such is the similarity in tooth and 
tusk form between living elephants 
and mammoths, both of which 
belong to the family Elephantidae. 
The first woolly mammoth remains 
were found in December 1816 at 
Greenhill Quarry, near Kilmaurs in 
Ayrshire (there is some debate about 
the name and location of the quarry; 
the early quarry appears to have 
been called Woodhill Quarry and 
was later succeeded by Greenhill 
Quarry; Bryce, 1865). At a depth of 
17½ feet (5.33 metres) in brown clay 
Mr Robert Brown, tacksman at the 
quarry, discovered two tusks, one of 
Figure 1 a. A fragment of 
mammoth tusk from Kilmaurs, 
Ayrshire — the first mammoth 
remains recorded from Scotland 
(NMS.Z.1915.15). Length c.362 mm, diameter right-hand cut end 96 mm. 
b. Detail of label. ©National Museums Scotland.
a
b
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specimen at 27 100±200 radiocarbon 
years old. The whereabouts of the 
other piece is unknown, although 
it would be expected to have been 
transferred to the national collections 
in 1854 when the College Museum 
was disbanded, under the register no. 
NMS.Z.1824.68. However, Bennie 
(1885) noted that this portion of 
the tusk remained in the possession 
of Professor Archibald Geikie, who 
used it in his Geology classes. It is 
perhaps the same mammoth tusk 
from Kilmaurs, labelled as having been 
donated by Professor Geikie, which 
is now on display in the Beginnings 
gallery, National Museum of Scotland. 
Other mammoth tusk fragments have 
also been found at Greenhill Quarry, 
including in 1825 and 1831, and 
totalling nine specimens all found in 
sand and clay below boulder clay at 
depths varying between 17 and 36 
feet (5.18–10.97 metres) below the 
surface (Fig. 2) (Bryce, 1865; Young 
and Craig, 1869; Bennie, 1885). 
Two of these are in the Hunterian 
Museum, University of Glasgow, 
including one found with two reindeer 
antlers 34 feet (10.4 metres) below the 
surface by T Fulton on 4th December 
1829, which is 32 inches (81.3 cm) 
long and has a circumference at the 
narrow end of 11.5 inches (29.2 cm), 
register no. V.5120 (Table 1) (Young 
& Craig, 1869; Gregory and Currie, 
1928). This was radiocarbon dated 
in the 1960s at 13700+1300–1700 
bp. (GX0634) (Sissons, 1967), but this 
date is no longer accepted as reliable. 
A recent new radiocarbon date for this 
specimen was 46 700±2700 years bp. 
(Palkopoulou et al., 2013). The second 
tusk fragment, 26.5 inches (67.3 
cm) long, and with circumferences 
of 11.75 (29.8 cm) and 9 inches 
circumference (22.9 cm) at each end, 
was donated by T Morton, register no, 
V.5123. This has been radiocarbon 
dated at 45 850 ±750 years b.p. (N 
Clark, pers. comm.). Another tusk 
Figure 2 
Section showing 
where mammoth 
tusks were found 
at Greenhill 
Quarry, Kilmaurs 
(Bryce 1865). a. 
and b. are where 
mammoth tusks 
were found.
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was donated to Anderson’s College, 
Glasgow (Bennie, 1885), but its 
whereabouts are unknown today. A 
small piece of molar tooth was also 
found at Greenhill Quarry in 1840 by 
Dr John Scouler (Bryce, 1865). 
The second find of mammoth in 
Scotland was at Cliftonhall Estate, 
Newbridge (near Ratho), near 
Edinburgh, where on 18 July 1821 a 
piece of mammoth tusk was found 
during the digging of the Union Canal 
(Bald, 1822). It was found 15–20 
feet below the surface in ‘strong, old 
alluvial earth’ or clay. The tusk weighed 
25¾ lbs (11.68 kg) and measured 39 
inches (99.1 cm) long, and was 13 
inches (33 cm) in circumference at 
the proximal end and the middle and 
12 inches (30.5 cm) in circumference 
at the distal end. The estate owner, Sir 
Alexander Gibson Maitland, instructed 
the workman who found it to take it 
to Cliftonhall House, but instead he 
went off to Edinburgh and sold it to an 
ivory turner for £2.  Before it could be 
recovered, it was cut into three pieces, 
one of which was being prepared 
for the lathe to make chessmen. Sir 
Alexander bought back the remaining 
pieces. At some point the two remaining 
pieces of tusk were donated to the 
Free Church College Museum where 
they were photographed in the early 
20th century by James Ritchie (Fig. 
3). In 1966 the Free Church College 
Museum was disbanded and many of 
the specimens were donated to the 
Royal Scottish Museum, but the tusk 
was not among them. In 1998 Hilary 
Kirkland of the City of Edinburgh 
Education Department contacted 
me about a piece of mammoth tusk, 
Figure 3 The Cliftonhall (above) and Kilmaurs (below) mammoth tusks 
probably photographed in the 1920s by James Ritchie.  The detached distal end 
of the Cliftonhall tusk is lost and the remaining fragment has been cut in half, 
so that only the fragment in Figure 4 now survives.
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which had been used as a handling 
item for education. This was probably 
part of the Free Church specimen, 
but the remaining piece of tusk was 
considerably shorter (Fig. 4) than the 
original which had apparently been cut 
into at least two pieces. The surviving 
piece was donated to the National 
Museums Scotland, where it is now 
registered as NMS.Z.1998.66 (Kitchener 
and Bonsall, 2001). It was radiocarbon 
dated at 29 200±370 years old.
Mammoth remains have also been 
found in other localities in Ayrshire 
and the western Central Belt. Craig 
(1842) reported a mammoth bone 
being found at Chapelhall near 
Airdrie, but no further details are 
given as to what type of bone it was. 
Kirsop (1882) reported an upper 
right molar being found by Robert 
Bethune at Mainhill Farm, Baillieston 
in about 1875 (700 yards (0.64 
km) east of Baillieston, south of the 
Bailliestone to Coatbridge road). It 
was found 33 feet (10 metres) below 
the surface in sandy clay overlain by 
boulder clay.  Craig (1888) reported 
a tusk, 5 feet long (1.52 metres) 
and 6 inches (15.2 cm) in diameter, 
which was found in 1881 by T. Shore 
about 80 feet (24.4. metres) below 
the surface at No. 5 pit, Warwickhill 
Colliery, Dummuir Farm, Dreghorn. 
This specimen is in the Hunterian 
Museum, register no. V5124, of 
which only a fragment 9.7 inches 
(24.6 cm) long survives (Gregory and 
Currie, 1928). Another fragment from 
Dreghorn was 6.5 inches (16.5 cm) 
long and was donated by T Craig in 
1881, Hunterian Museum register 
no. V.5125. It has been radiocarbon 
dated at 30 080±260 years bp. 
(Palkopoulou et al., 2013).  A right 
upper molar was found in the upper 
boulder clay at Bishopbriggs and 
donated by Miss Margaret Beveridge 
to the Hunterian Museum, register no. 
V.5155 (Gregory and Currie, 1928).
The most northerly record for the 
species in Britain was found in 1947, 
when a right upper molar tooth was 
discovered by Headswood Sand and 
Gravel Company west of Headswood 
Farm, near Larbert in the Carron 
Valley, Stirlingshire (Absalom and 
Figure 4 Fragment of mammoth 
tusk from Cliftonhall, near Edinburgh 
(NMS.Z.1998.66). Length along outer 
curve is c.306 mm and diameter 
of left-hand cut end is c.102mm. 
©National Museums Scotland.
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Henderson, 1947). This tooth is in 
the collections of Glasgow Museums, 
register no. A.1937.26 (R. Sutcliffe, 
pers. comm.). The most recent find in 
Scotland appears to be an imperfect 
molar found at Houston’s Store, 
Alloway Street, Ayr in July 1968, 
which was donated to the Hunterian 
Museum by Alan Neale (register no. 
V.5370) (Delair, 1969; N Clark, pers. 
comm.).  There are also unconfirmed 
records of mammoth remains from 
Kimmerghame in Berwickshire 
and Kinloch, which were listed in 
Woodward and Sherborn (1890; 344).
However, not all proboscidean teeth 
and tusks found in Scotland are 
necessarily from mammoths. Some 
originate from elephants, but have 
often mistakenly been identified as 
mammoth remains.  For example, 
a left lower molar found at No. 1 
Pit at Carfin near Motherwell was 
donated to the Hunterian Museum 
in 1902 and was identified as that of 
an Asian elephant, Elephas maximus 
(Gregory and Currie, 1928). Hewat 
Craw (1919) described two molar 
teeth found near Eyemouth in 
Berwickshire. The first attached to 
a piece of jaw bone was found in 
c.1885 in a garden at Springbank on
the left bank of the Eye and south 
of  Eyemouth railway station. Its 
current whereabouts are unknown. 
However, a second tooth was found 
c.1895 during the laying of the
Eyemouth and Burnmouth Railway 
and is the specimen in the collection 
of the National Museums Scotland 
NMS.Z.1926.89, which is recorded 
as being from Hilburn, Ayton, 
Berwickshire. It also is from an Asian 
elephant. Another Asian elephant 
tooth was found in the Carse of 
Stirling, near Bridge of Allan in 
January 1959 and was misidentified 
as a mammoth’s tooth. It is in the 
collections of the National Museums 
Scotland (Fig. 5). Yet another tooth 
was reported from Glenmoidart, 
Strontian, Argyll (Macewen, 1876). 
It is possible that some of these teeth 
were amongst the ballast on ships 
from India and the Far East, or tourist 
curios that were discarded, but they 
were clearly not native to Scotland.  
In 1934 two tusks were reported 
as being caught in a fishing net on 
the seabed of the northern North 
Sea about 30 miles northeast of 
Shetland (Long, 1992). They were 
identified by Professor James Ritchie 
of Aberdeen University as belonging 
to the woolly mammoth.  They 
are preserved in the Aberdeen 
Art Gallery and Museums, register 
no. ABDMS012368.1–2, and are 
about 1.3 metres long and 15 cm 
in diameter.  However, radiocarbon 
dating revealed that they were only 
255±70 years old (OxA-1758) 
and it seems that they were part 
of a consignment of raw elephant 
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ivory lost at sea c. AD1650–1750, 
possibly from one of four Dutch East 
India Company ships, en route from 
Batavia (Indonesia) or Ceylon (Sri 
Lanka), which were lost in a storm off 
Shetland in 1690 (Long, 1992).
In conclusion, woolly mammoth 
remains, comprising tusks and teeth, 
have been found principally in late 
Devensian deposits in the Midland 
Valley (Central Belt) and Ayrshire at 
about ten different locations over the 
last 200 years. Limited radiocarbon 
dates range from 27 200 to 46 700 
bp., indicating that woolly mammoths 
do not appear to have survived the 
Last Glacial Maximum in Scotland.
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